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1. Introduction

Abstract

Dunhuang studies and studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets evince profound
nexus and reciprocal synergy, their epistemic objects largely overlapping in re-
search scope. Capitalizing on the former’s accumulated expertise in international
communication—encompassing consortial networks, multi-stakeholder matrices
and cross-civilizational research paradigms, this paper proposes four approaches to
amplify the latter’s global salience: interweaving its themes into the macro-narra-
tive of “Chinese civilization”; constructing a worldwide digital commons; fostering
trans-border comparative inquiry; and augmenting public involvement via narrato-
logical and aesthetic modalities. The essence of this multidimensional approach lies
in translating the materiality and historical contexts of bamboo-slip manuscripts
into a “web of significations” capable of entering global scholarly discourse,
thereby effecting a communicative paradigm shift from static knowledge custodi-
anship to dynamic value generation. Collectively, these epistemically oriented strat-
agems crystallize the field’s epistemic specificity and cultural valence, transitioning
it from an “arcane and imperiled” domain to profound integration into a shared
interpretive horizon.

Keywords

Dunhuang studies; studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets; international com-
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Dunhuang studies and studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets constitute two coeval and equipollent pillars of
classical Chinese philology. The former anchors its inquiry in the manuscript cache retrieved from the Library Cave
and the cave’s iconographic program; the latter circumscribes its purview to slip documents spanning from the War-
ring States to the Wei—Jin interregnum. The Han-dynasty slip documents from Dunhuang and the Dunhuang manu-
scripts, while temporally successive and spatially coincident, evince discernible filiations of intellectual lineage
(Zhang, 2005). Since the early twentieth century, Dunhuang studies has coalesced into a discipline of genuine trans-
national preeminence, underwritten by specialized research establishments across multiple nations, recurring inter-
national symposia, and a precocious, widely accessible digitization infrastructure. In marked contradistinction, the
study of bamboo slips and wooden tablets garners conspicuously less global traction. Its overseas scholarly cohort
remains circumscribed, its public visibility exiguous, and its cross-disciplinary vitality comparatively attenuated.
This asymmetry by no means betokens diminished scholarly worth. On the contrary, bamboo slips and wooden
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tablets possess an irreplaceable substratal import for historiography, Chinese paleography, and the study of docu-
mentary regimes. The crux of the divergence resides in the modalities and stratagems of dissemination. Dunhuang
studies have traversed a trajectory from passive diffusion through active collaboration to a global commons, whereas
slip studies have remained largely insular: their international cooperation constricted to bilateral undertakings and no
systematic vector of outward-facing communication yet institutionalized. This inquiry endeavors to crystallize trans-
ferable precepts from the global dissemination, leveraging the field’s intrinsic assets, to propound a suite of pragmatic
stratagems for advancement.

2. Three Core Pathways of Dunhuang Studies in International Communication
2.1 An International Scholarly Collaborative Network Forged Through Manuscript Dispersal

The global scattering of Dunhuang manuscripts originated with the 1900 unsealing of the Library Cave, after which
Aurel Stein, Paul Pelliot, Sergey Oldenburg, and their ilk sequentially expropriated vast quantities of documents. Out
of this textual diaspora arose Dunhuang studies—a discipline that now functions as an integral pillar of global Sinol-
ogy and an indispensable vector for the transmission of Dunhuang civilization (Yang, 2025). Given that a substantial
portion of the manuscripts had been dispersed to the UK, France, the US, Japan, Russia and elsewhere, China began
to emphasize international outreach and exchange, leveraging various social connections to repurchase lost manu-
scripts and murals. This endeavor progressively amplified the field’s influence (Zhang et al., 2024) and gave rise to
the paradigm that “Dunhuang is in China, but Dunhuang studies belong to the world.”

The centrifugal dispersal of the manuscripts produced an objective consequence: scholars in no single country
could independently undertake the full spectrum of Dunhuang studies. The exegesis of a single manuscript may
necessitate collation with cognate documents dispersed globally; the glossing of a solitary term may oblige recourse
to polyglot corpora. Such inescapable cooperation drove various nations to inaugurate dedicated research institutes,
cultivate native specialists, and institute sustained mechanisms of scholarly exchange. Out of this matrix crystallized
such collaborative ventures as the International Dunhuang Project. In essence, the manuscripts’ global diaspora cat-
alyzed a cosmopolitan collaboration that in turn became an endogenous motor of the field’s sustained efflorescence.

2.2 Multi-Actor Matrix and Genealogies of Practice

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, a multi-agent matrix—government bodies, academic institu-
tions, performing troupes, and media—has jointly advanced Dunhuang’s international communication (Yang, 2025).
Under the stewardship of Chang Shuhong, Duan Wenjie, Fan Jinshi, and Zhao Shengliang, the Dunhuang Academy
has leveraged digital repositories, collaborative virtual repatriation with overseas collections, and immersive touring
exhibitions to transform immovable caves into circulatory cultural signifiers. UNESCO’s World Heritage designation
and the Silk Roads listing conferred a legitimizing framework of shared patrimony, while technology-driven initia-
tives such as Tencent’s gamified “Digital Tour of Dunhuang” notably reduced cross-cultural discount through block-
chain and virtual reality.

Complemented by overseas sinologists, diaspora networks, and Confucius Institutes through localized translation
and public narratives, these synergistic efforts have elevated Dunhuang culture from fragments dispersed by colonial
expeditions into a dynamic platform for civilizational dialogue—a paradigm shift from one-way export to multilateral
co-construction, crystallizing a methodologically significant “Dunhuang experience.”

2.3 Cross-Civilizational Attributes of Research Agendas

The Library Cave housed tens of thousands of ancient manuscripts in Chinese, Tibetan, Uighur (or Old Uighur),
Sogdian, Sanskrit, Khotanese, Tocharian, and other languages (Fang, 2012), spanning religious systems such as Bud-
dhism, Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, and Nestorianism. These documents trace a history of pluralistic civilizational
exchange along the Silk Roads and thus possess an inherent cross-regional, cross-cultural scholarly inclusiveness—
any scholar, whether investigating Persian religions or medieval Chinese phonology, may find points of entry here.
New research momentum is consequently sustained from diverse academic traditions. In essence, the fundamental
reason Dunhuang studies continues to attract global scholars is that it addresses not an internal question of a single
nation, but the shared question of civilizational mutual learning across Eurasia.
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3. The Current State and Bottlenecks of International Communication in Studies of Bamboo
Slips and Wooden Tablets

The following comparison helps identify three primary challenges facing the international communication of studies
of bamboo slips and wooden tablets.

3.1 Fragmented Homogeneous Information Despite High Concentration

Although bamboo slips and wooden tablets can vividly render historical moments, they are largely fragmentary rem-
nants rather than complete records, with their original contexts often severely disturbed. Comparable data is thus
scattered across disparate individual pieces rather than appearing contiguously (Zhang et al., 2024).

Unlike Dunhuang manuscripts dispersed overseas, Chinese bamboo slips and wooden tablets have overwhelmingly
been excavated domestically and are housed primarily in cultural institutions across Gansu, Hunan, Hubei, and Inner
Mongolia. Overseas holdings remain exceedingly sparse and unsystematic. The center of gravity for research is there-
fore naturally concentrated among Chinese scholars. While domestic researchers have increasingly engaged with
their foreign counterparts, a considerable body of international scholarship has yet to receive adequate attention or
application—a consequence of linguistic barriers compounded by conceptual constraints (Li & Chen, 2019).

3.2 High Textual Threshold and Absence of Visual Dissemination Conditions

The fundamental medium of bamboo slips and wooden tablet manuscripts is ink-written text, rarely accompanied by
images or polychrome decoration. Decipherment demands prior training in Chinese paleography, rendering direct
access to primary sources virtually impossible for non-specialist publics or scholars from other disciplines. This
constitutes a critical communication barrier: whereas Dunhuang studies can draw public attention through mural
iconography before guiding audiences toward textual content, studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets lack any
such “visual entry point.” For international audiences, awareness rarely advances beyond the vague impression of
“ancient Chinese writing on bamboo strips,” affording little foothold for deeper engagement.

3.3 Research Agendas Centered on Chinese Institutional History with Limited International Extendibility

The core concerns of bamboo-slip research have long revolved around Qin and Han legal codes, administrative doc-
uments, taxation and corvée systems, and frontier defense—subjects indisputably foundational to Chinese historical
inquiry, yet oriented primarily toward internal historical evolution. Their integration with macroscopic themes such
as the Silk Roads and cross-civilizational comparison remains notably thin. The Xuanquan Han-dynasty bamboo
slips and wooden tablets, for example, hold substantial records of Western region envoys, merchant caravans, and
postal stations that could directly connect with Silk Road research, yet such studies account for only a modest share
of scholarly output. This China-centered focus has, to a certain degree, constrained the field’s capacity to enter the
framework of world-historical discourse.

4. Transferable Communication Strategies for Studies of Bamboo Slips and Wooden Tablets

Building upon the foregoing bottleneck analysis, four actionable strategies are proposed—the first two oriented to-
ward strategic leverage, the latter two toward autonomous cultivation.

4.1 Embedding the Themes of Bamboo Slips and Wooden Tablets into the Macro-Narrative of “Chinese
Civilization”

To embed the international communication of the culture of bamboo slips and wooden tablets within the macro-
narrative of Chinese civilization is to refuse their treatment as isolated unearthed documents and instead reposition
them as direct narrators of civilizational distinctiveness. This exigency commands a dual transposition: first, from
artifact to text: eschewing the mere chronicle of date, typology, and provenance, each slip must be reconstituted as a
material substrate of China’s intellectual and ethical substance, each slip and tablet must be restored as a material
carrier of the intellectual and ethical substance of Chinese civilization; second, from domestic domain to planetary
dialogue—the concrete norms preserved therein must be brought into organic alignment with concerns of shared
human resonance. The Imperial Edict of Monthly Ordinances for the Four Seasons WU} H 41 %%, unearthed at the
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Dunhuang Xuanquan site and promulgated as an empress dowager’s decree during the reign of emperor Ping of the
Western Han-dynasty (1 BCE-5 CE), stipulates monthly proscriptions from early spring to the year’s end: Proscrip-
tions against timbering in the inaugural month, the torching of montane forests in the second, the slaughter of fawns
and the harvesting of unfledged birds throughout spring and summer, and the cessation of earthworks at winter’s
culmination—far from moral suasion, these were juridically binding state edicts. They constitute archival attestation
to a civilization’s calibrated restraint and phenological observance, and invest the global dissemination of “civiliza-
tional China” with the indubitable evidentiary force of documentary artifacts.

4.2 Building a Global Digital Sharing Platform for Bamboo Slips and Wooden Tablets

The core objective of digitization is not simply to transfer materials online, but to lower barriers to access for overseas
scholars. Modeled on the International Dunhuang Project, a global digital archive of bamboo slips and wooden tablets
should be jointly built by coordinating multiple stakeholders—collecting institutions, editors, publishers, research
bodies, supervising agencies, and individual scholars (Su & Wang, 2011)—and defined by three functional impera-
tives: high-resolution imaging meeting scholarly standards; intelligent transcription that enables users unfamiliar with
Chinese paleography to read standardized texts; and multilingual keyword retrieval to facilitate the efficient location
of materials. Three-dimensional modeling and artificial intelligence represent future trajectories (Li & Chen, 2019).
The sound and orderly development of this endeavor further requires the expeditious establishment of relatively
unified standards, grounded in thorough research on the objects of digitization (Su & Wang, 2011).

4.3 Cultivating International Comparative Research Agendas

Transforming studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets from a domain-specific concern of Chinese history into a
shared inquiry into early governance and cross-regional exchange hinges on designing research programs of cross-
civilizational comparative value. Three directions merit attention: systematic comparison of Qin and Han-dynasty
bamboo slips and wooden tablets with Roman frontier manuscripts, a line of inquiry engaging Western classical
studies that has seen tentative efforts and warrants sustained development; the scribal traditions of the East Asian
sinographic sphere during the age of bamboo slips and wooden tablets, capable of entering into dialogue with research
on excavated wooden tablets from Japan and Korea; and the world’s early postal relay systems as viewed through
the Xuanquan Han-dynasty bamboo slips, inviting comparison with the Persian Royal Road and Roman Roads. What
unites these agendas is their departure from China-specificity: each addresses phenomena universal to early statecraft
and transregional connectivity. Once an agenda acquires such universality, international scholarly willingness to en-
gage heightens of its own accord.

4.4 Enhancing Public Communication Through Narrative and Aesthetic Strategies

To offset the limited visual appeal of bamboo slips, two approaches merit adoption. Narrative-based dissemination
extracts concrete figures and events—such as the conscript’s family letter in Letter from Yuan to Zifang JoEL 5
45 or the legal cases in Zouyan Document [judicial petition] Z=if t5—and adapts them into concise textual or video
stories for digital exhibitions and social media, where the protagonist is a specific person rather than an abstract
documentary system, thereby fostering affective connection.

Aesthetic dissemination, for its part, draws upon the calligraphic forms, sealing-clamp structures, and binding-cord
traces characteristic of an Oriental minimalist sensibility, recombining these elements with contemporary design to
produce visual content for overseas platforms; a series of high-resolution calligraphic close-ups accompanied by
succinct commentary, for instance, achieves substantially greater communicative impact than purely textual exposi-
tion.

5. Conclusion

The disparity in scholarly resources between Dunhuang studies and studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets
dictates that the latter cannot—and should not—simply replicate the former’s dissemination pathway. To a certain
extent, the internationalization of Dunhuang studies has been propelled by the historical contingency of manuscript
dispersal, whereas studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets enjoy the distinct advantage of concentrated, prove-
nance-clear holdings. The more realistic course, therefore, lies in integrating “borrowing boats” with “building boats”
to go global: the former leverages the global prominence of Silk Road research to embed themes of bamboo slips and
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wooden tablets within its grand narrative, thereby harnessing existing international scholarly networks and public
visibility; the latter forges autonomous capabilities through the construction of a global digital sharing platform, the
cultivation of comparative research agendas, and the exploration of narrative-aesthetic dissemination strategies. One
field takes paper manuscripts and cave art as its vehicle, the other centers on bamboo slips and wooden tablets, and
institutional documents—together they constitute vital resources for the international communication of Chinese civ-
ilization. Through systematic strategic recalibration, studies of bamboo slips and wooden tablets may well transcend
their current state of “internal enthusiasm and external indifference” and join Dunhuang studies as an equal partner
on the global academic stage.
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